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Abstract
This study was conducted to gain greater insight 
into how to establish a tourism research institute 
affiliated with our institution, Niigata University of 
Management (NUM). The paper focuses on a tourism 
and research institute attached to an academic 
institution in the U.S., the Institute for Tourism and 
Recreation Research (ITRR) at the University of 
Montana. We discuss the institute’s activities and 
research methods, in particular ITRR’s Nonresident 
Travel Survey, and the impact of its findings on the 
state’s tourism industry. Similarities in the economy 
and geography of the State of Montana and Niigata 
Prefecture, where NUM is located, are highlighted to 
underline the appropriateness and feasibility of 
establishing a tourism research institute on the 
Montana basis at NUM. We have found that such an 
institute would advance tourism and recreation at 
the local and prefectural level as well as enhance the 
reputation of the university, particularly the Faculty 
of Tourism Management. However, we have also 
found that ITRR’s success is closely tied to 
conditions NUM may be challenged to replicate, 
primarily funding, as financing for ITRR’s signature 
study, the Nonresident Travel Survey, comes from 
state government. Nevertheless, we believe that the 
Montana example offers a potential solution as a 
portion of ITRR’s operating budget comes from 
agreements, grants, and contracts for specialized 
research of interest to specific localities, regions, 
agencies, or businesses. 
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Establishing an Academic Research Institute in 
Japan: A Case Study from the U.S.
The Niigata University of Management (NUM), 
our employer, is located in Kamo-city, Niigata 
Prefecture, Japan. Accredited by the Ministry of 
Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology 
(MEXT), the Faculty of Tourism Management was 
officially launched in April, 2016 (Niigata University 
of Management, n.d.; “Niigata keieidai ga kanko 
gakubu kaisetsu,” 2015). 
The new faculty aims to establish a tourism 
research institute as one of its core projects. To 
assist in this undertaking, we conducted an online 
study of tourism institutes affiliated with U.S. 
universities. After careful study, it was concluded 
that the Institute for Tourism and Recreation 
Research (ITRR) at the University of Montana most 
clearly articulated the concept of the proposed 
institute. 
The importance to Montana’s tourism 
economy of ITRR can be inferred from the reliance 
on its findings by statewide media in their reporting 
on tourism. The Institute for Tourism & Recreation 
Research [ITRR] (n.d.d) has listed 24 (as of this 
writing) broadcast and print media reports that 
referenced findings published by the institute in 2016 
alone.  One such report detailed a presentation made 
by the assistant director of ITRR to a local chamber 
of commerce in Montana; speaking on the institute’s 
analysis of tourism data from the previous year, 
Assistant Director Grau discussed recent spending 
habits by travelers and recommended area 
businesses adopt marketing strategies that take 
advantage of trends in tourism revealed by the 
research (as cited in Larson, 2016). Moreover, 
researchers from the institute have been invited to 
give presentations at state and national-level 
conferences such as the Governor's Conference 2015 
(ITRR, n.d.e), further demonstrating the importance 
of the work done at ITRR.   
Similarities between Montana and Niigata
Geographical Features
The State of Montana is located in the 
northwestern United States, with three Canadian 
provinces forming its northern border (British 
Columbia, Alberta, and Saskatchewan) (“Montana,” 
n.d.). The name Montana is derived from the Latin or 
Spanish word meaning mountainous (“Origin of 
"Montana",” n.d.). As its name implies, the state has 
an approximate mean elevation of 1,037 meters; 
Western Montana, two-fifths of which is covered by 
the Rocky Mountains, is forested and mountainous, 
whereas the eastern half of the state is a high barren 
plain (“Montana,” n.d.; “Origin of "Montana",” n.d.). 
Montana ranks fourth out of the 50 U.S. states in size 
and 44th in population (Montana,” n.d.; “Montana 
Population 2016,” n.d.). As reported by “Least 
Densely Populated U.S. States” (n.d.), it is the third 
least densely populated state in the U.S. “Least 
Densely Populated U.S. States” (n.d.) explained that 
“historically, Montana was settled by homesteaders 
on large tracts of land that were divided among 
families. This population spread contributes to the 
low density of people here as well as the main 
economic activity, agriculture” (para. 4). 
Situated in the Center of Honshu on the coast 
of the Sea of Japan, Niigata Prefecture is dominated 
by a range of 2,000-meter high mountains with the 
Echigo Mountain Range as its core (Japan National 
Tourism Organization [JNTO], n.d.). It is the fifth 
largest prefecture in Japan and ranks 14 out of the 
47 prefectures in population, which makes Niigata 
the 13th least densely populated prefecture (Matanle 
& Sato, 2010; “Prefecture of Niigata, Japan,” n.d.; 
Statistics Bureau, 2016). The majority of the 
population is based in lowland plains as the rest of 




The Montana Governor’s Office of Economic 
Development (n.d.) has classified the state’s key 
industries into six categories including bioscience, 
agriculture, tourism, energy, manufacturing, and 
optics. The Montana economy is primarily based on 
agriculture, which produced revenues of over $4.2 
billion in 2012　(Consulate General of Canada in 
Colorado, 2015; Lutey, 2014). In addition, it has been 
argued that the food and beverage industry is one of 
the fastest growing sectors in Montana in terms of 
employment (Gutierrez, 2016; MT WIOA State Plan, 
2016). In fact, food processing is the second significant 
sector after wood products processing in Montana’s 
manufacturing industry (“Montana,” n.d.). Montana is 
also known as a hub for brewing; in particular, 
microbreweries have a significant impact on the 
state’s economy (Consulate General of Canada in 
Colorado, 2015; Sorenson, Morgan, & Furniss, 2012).  
Niigata is one of the country’s major rice 
producers and home to leading sake breweries 
known for producing handcrafted sake brewed from 
high quality rice (JNTO, n.d.; Niigata Sake Brewers 
Association, n.d.; Niigata Visitors & Convention 
Bureau, n.d.). In addition, Niigata is well-known as 
one of Japan’s largest manufacturers of food 
products such as rice crackers, fish cakes, and sweet 
dumplings, among others (Japan External Trade 
Organization [JETRO], 2015; Niigata Visitors & 
Convention Bureau, n.d.).
Tourism
As previously mentioned, tourism is one of the 
key industries in Montana. According to the Montana 
Governor’s Office of Economic Development (n.d.), 
travel and tourism would be the number three 
export for the state, following bulk grain and mineral 
fuels, if measured as a service export. Montana is 
also known for having world-class ski resorts 
(“Montana,” n.d.). Winter sports such as skiing and 
snowmobiling have a significant impact on Montana’s 
economy, contributing more than $265 million to the 
state’s economy during the winter of 2009-2010; over 
4,500 employees benefited directly or indirectly from 
the winter tourism industry, which provided them 
with more than $152 million in income (Burakowski 
& Magnusson, 2012).
According to data compiled by the Niigata 
Prefectural Government (2012), tourism revenue in 
Niigata between fall 2009 and summer 2010 totaled 
\415.9 billion, which generated \349. 3 billion in direct 
economic impact on the prefecture’s local industries; 
the economic ramifications were estimated to 
account for 3.4% (\564.4 billion) of gross product, 
benefiting a wide range of industries. In addition, 
Niigata houses a number of well-known ski resorts in 
Japan thanks to its mountainous geography (JNTO, 
n.d.; JNTO, 2006). Indeed, the Niigata Prefectural 
Government (2013) has claimed that skiing is one of 
Niigata’s touristic strengths. As reported by the 
Niigata Prefectural Government (2015), the ski resorts 
in Niigata attracted more than 5 million people in 
2014, seeing an all-time high number of international 
travelers (104,000).
Rationale for Selecting the Institute
As can be inferred from the foregoing, there 
are similarities between Montana and Niigata; both 
Montana and Niigata are characterized by vast, 
sparsely inhabited rural and wilderness areas and 
economies that are primarily based on agriculture 
and other significant economic activities including 
food manufacturing, brewing and winter tourism. In 
this regard, we suggest that studying about ITRR, 
which is closely related to Montana’s tourism 
economy, will provide insight into a similar institution 
suitable for Niigata and NUM.
Institute for Tourism and Recreation Research
About the Institute
The flagship campus of the University of 
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Montana (UM) is located in Missoula, Montana 
(University of Montana [UM], n.d.a). The university 
has approximately 13,000 undergraduate and 
graduate students enrolled in degree programs 
through UM’s twelve schools and colleges (UM, n.d.a; 
UM, n.d.b). One of the latter, the College of Forestry 
and Conservation, houses ITRR (ITRR, n.d.a).
ITRR was established in 1987 to conduct 
objective research in tourism and recreation (ITRR, 
n.d.b). Its mission is “to provide leadership, direction, 
and information to assist the tourism and recreation 
industry in making informed decisions about 
planning, marketing, policy, and management” (ITRR, 
n.d.b, para. 2).  
The institute comprises five full-time staff who 
serve in multiple capacities (ITRR, n.d.h). The 
institute’s director and principal investigator is Dr. 
Norma Nickerson, who, according to her profile, 
wears “the hat of planner, budgeter, editor, 
presenter, writer, data collector, data analyzer, and 
student advisor in the hopes of keeping the Montana 
tourism and recreation industry up-to-date on all 
things tourism and recreation related” (ITRR, n.d.h, 
para. 1). Other staff positions include Economist and 
Associate Director, Assistant Director of Economic 
Analysis, Project Manager and Research Associate, 
and Postdoctoral Researcher (ITRR, n.d.h).
ITRR makes its research available to the 
general public through its online repository called 
ScholarWorks (ITRR, n.d.g). 
Types of Research
The institute assigns its research priorities 
the following categories: 
◦　Economic Impact of Nonresident Travel
◦　Visitor Characteristics and Expenditures
◦　Social and Environmental Impacts of Tourism





◦　 Travel and Recreation Yearly Outlook (ITRR, 
n.d.c, para. 2).
While ITRR explores Montana’s tourism 
economy from the above broad spectrum of 
approaches (ITRR, n.d.a), the institute’s focus is “on 
the nonresident travel survey conducted throughout 
the state” (ITRR, n.d.c, para. 1). ITRR’s survey of 
nonresident travelers and its estimates of their 
spending habits and contribution to Montana’s 
economy, published annually, is the study for which 
the institute is best known (Grau, 2014; ITRR, n.d.c).  
ITRR’s Nonresident Travel Survey generates 
continually updated information about out-of-state 
v i s i t o r s  a s  n ine  surveyors ,  each  work ing 
approximately 25 hours a week, collect data year 
round at 60 locations throughout the state including 
gas stations, airports, and restaurants (ITRR, n.d.f). 
The data is mined by institute researchers to yield a 
picture of inbound travel and recreation that is as 
detailed as it is comprehensive (Grau, 2014; Grau, 
2016; ITRR, n.d.f).
The data, made available to the general public 
on ITRR’s website, is frequently used by marketers, 
legislators, reporters, and businesses (ITRR, n.d.f). 
Moreover, “the travel data also informs the widely-
used annual estimates of visitation, traveler spending, 
and the contribution of nonresident travel to 
Montana’s economy” (ITRR, n.d.f, para. 2).
The Nonresident Travel Survey consists of 
two survey instruments, the first on-site, the second 
follow-up, with only out-of-state travelers eligible to 
participate (Grau, 2014).  Those who agree to do so 
receive, after completing the on-site survey, a 
postage-paid, mail-in survey to be submitted at the 
end of their trip, with the option of using ITRR’s on-
line form instead (Grau, 2014). To encourage 
completion of the follow-up survey, respondents are 
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invited to participate in an annual incentive drawing 
for either two round trip airline tickets or a $1,000 
Visa gift card (Grau, 2014). 
The first survey instrument provides the 
institute with “information regarding mode of travel; 
group type and size; state, province, or country of 
residence; purpose of trip; point of entry into the 
state; length of stay in Montana; and expenditures 
during a 24-hour period” (Grau, 2014, p. 2). The 
fol low-up survey generates data concerning 
nonresident tourists’“activities, sites visited, routes 
driven, satisfaction, attractions to the state, 
information sources used, and technology use” (Grau, 
2014, p. 2).  To accommodate respondents who prefer 
to complete the two surveys in a language other 
than English, translations are available in Chinese, 
French, German, Italian, and Spanish (Grau, 2014). 
In April, 2016, ITRR published Grau’s 2015 
Visitation, Expenditures & Economic Impact 
Estimates, the latest instalment in its annual series 
of nonresident travel estimates. Data gathered from 
nonresident visitors at collection points across 
Montana and from follow-up surveys is presented on 
a quarterly basis, as well as year on year (Grau, 
2016).  Thus, the Nonresident Travel Survey 
highlights patterns in tourism and recreation by 
inbound visitors, enabling both the public and the 
private sector to apprehend trends in tourism and to 
make informed decisions regarding tourism 
promotion in the state (ITRR, n.d.b).              
Funding for Research
For its statewide research projects, ITRR 
relies on a portion of the revenues collected through 
the state Lodging Facility Use Tax, passed in 1987, 
the year ITRR was established (ITRR, n.d.a; Montana 
Office of Tourism and Business Development, n.d.). 
ITRR’s signature report, the Nonresident Travel 
Survey, depends therefore on funding provided by an 
act of the Montana Legislature, funding with which 
ITRR pays the wages of nine part-time surveyors 
working throughout the year as well as the salaries 
of its own full-time professional staff. 
By contrast, additional funding for specialized 
research of interest to specific localities, regions, 
agencies, or businesses comes from cooperative 
agreements, grants, or contracts (ITRR, n.d.a).  For 
instance, a project on visitor support for Yellowstone 
National Park was funded by the park itself (Havens 
and Nickerson, 2016).  A study on The Event at 
Rebecca Farm, the largest equestrian competition in 
the U.S., was funded by event organizers as well as 
the general taxation system, as was a study 
concerning the Spartan Race, an installment of the 
world's leading obstacle race series held in Montana's 
Flathead County area (M. Schultz, 2016; M.T. Schultz, 
2016). 
Conclusion
Niigata and Montana are large, mountainous, 
and sparsely populated, with agriculture, food 
processing, manufacturing, and tourism important to 
the economies of both.  Their tourism industries 
capitalize on a common asset, mountainous terrain, 
to promote winter sports such as skiing and 
snowboarding. As a result, we have decided to focus 
on ITRR to gain insight into how to establish a 
tourism research institute affiliated with our 
university.            
As our study of ITRR at UM has shown, the 
research carried out and published by the institute is 
of considerable value to the state’s tourism industry. 
In particular, ITRR’s annual Nonresident Travel 
Survey is used by groups as diverse as state 
lawmakers, park administrators, local chambers of 
commerce, and mom-and-pop shops dealing in Made 
in Montana products to develop and promote more 
effectively the state’s tourism and recreation 
resources. We have therefore concluded that a 
tourism research institute at NUM, one based on 
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that of UM, would advance tourism and recreation at 
the local and prefectural level as well as enhance the 
reputation of the university, particularly the Faculty 
of Tourism Management. 
However, while we endorse ITRR as a guide 
for the establishment and future activities of NUM’s 
own research institute, we nevertheless note that 
ITRR’s success is closely tied to conditions NUM 
may be challenged to replicate. Primary among these 
conditions is funding. ITRR receives financial support 
from state government to conduct its statewide 
research projects, whereas funding for specialized 
research of interest to specific localities, regions, 
agencies, or businesses derives from cooperative 
agreements, grants, and contracts. We believe that 
this latter focus on specialized research areas and 
the potential funding sources deriving therefrom 
merits exploring by a new tourism research institute 
that may lack the resources or reputation to 
undertake more ambitious projects.        
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Figure 1. Map of State of Montana (Sankakukei, n.d.)
